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The term “apocryphal gospels" refers to a collection of ancient texts that claim to recount the life, teachings, 
and works of Jesus Christ but were not included in the canonical New Testament. These writings were 
composed between the 2nd and 4th centuries AD and are generally considered "aqpocryphal," meaning 
"hidden" or "obscure." They were often written by individuals or groups outside the mainstream Christian 
community, seeking to offer alternative views or supplement the canonical Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 


John—with additional narratives. 


Origins and Authorship 


The apocryphal gospels were written in a period when early Christianity was still defining its core doctrines and 
beliefs. As the Christian faith spread, various sects and communities emerged, each with its own interpretations 
of Jesus' message. Some of these groups produced texts that reflected their unique theological perspectives, 
which often differed significantly from the teachings preserved in the canonical Gospels. 

The authorship of the apocryphal gospels is generally uncertain. Many of these texts were attributed to 
apostles or close followers of Jesus, but these attributions are widely regarded as pseudonymous, meaning 
that the texts were written under false names to lend them greater authority. For example, the Gospel of 
Thomas is attributed to the apostle Thomas, but there is no historical evidence to support this claim. Similarly, 
the Gospel of Peter is attributed to the apostle Peter, though its content and style suggest it was written much 


later by someone else. 


Content and Themes 


The content of the apocryphal gospels varies widely, but many of them contain teachings and stories that are 
markedly different from those found in the canonical Gospels. For instance, the Gospel of Thomas is a 
collection of 114 sayings attributed to Jesus, some of which resemble those in the New Testament, while others 
reflect Gnostic influences—an early Christian heresy that emphasized secret knowledge as the path to 
Salvation. Gnosticism often portrayed the material world as evil and promoted a dualistic view of existence, 
which contrasts sharply with the teachings of the canonical Gospels that affirm the goodness of creation and 
the Incarnation of Christ. 

Other apocryphal texts, like the Infancy Gospel of James and the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, focus on the 
childhood of Jesus, offering elaborate and sometimes fantastical accounts of events not mentioned in the New 
Testament. These stories include details such as Jesus performing miracles as a child, which, while intriguing, 


are not corroborated by the canonical Gospels and are considered by many scholars to be later inventions. 


Why Were They Excluded from the Canon? 


The apocryphal gospels were excluded from the New Testament canon for several reasons. The early church 
fathers, who were responsible for discerning the authoritative texts of the Christian faith, applied several criteria 
to determine which books should be included in the canon. These criteria included apostolic origin, 
widespread acceptance, and doctrinal consistency with the teachings of Jesus and the apostles. 

Many of the apocryphal gospels failed to meet these criteria. Their uncertain authorship, limited circulation, and 
theological deviations from accepted Christian doctrine led to their exclusion. For example, the Gospel of 
Thomas and other Gnostic texts were rejected because they presented a radically different understanding of 
Salvation, one that relied on esoteric knowledge rather than faith in Christ's redemptive work on the cross 
(Ephesians 2:8-9). 

Additionally, some apocryphal gospels contain teachings that directly contradict the canonical Gospels. For 
instance, the Gospel of Peter includes an account of the resurrection that differs significantly from the New 
Testament accounts (Luke 24), including the suggestion that Jesus did not truly suffer on the cross, which 


undermines the doctrine of Christ's atoning sacrifice (Isaiah 53:5), 


The Importance of Canonical Gospels 


The canonical Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—are foundational to the Christian faith because they 
provide the most reliable and consistent accounts of Jesus' life, teachings, death, and resurrection. These texts 
were written by those who either knew Jesus personally or were closely associated with His apostles, ensuring 
their authenticity and fidelity to the truth. The early church recognized the importance of preserving and 
transmitting these authoritative accounts to future generations, which is why the canonical Gospels were 
universally accepted and have been the bedrock of Christian doctrine for nearly two millennia. 

In contrast, the apocryphal gospels, with their speculative and sometimes contradictory teachings, offer little of 
the spiritual nourishment found in the canonical texts. While they may provide historical insight into the 
diversity of early Christian thought, they do not carry the same weight or authority as the canonical Gospels, 


which are inspired by God and useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness (2 


Timothy 3:16). 


Conclusion 


Understanding the apocryphal gospels helps us appreciate the wisdom of the early church in discerning which 
texts truly reflected the teachings of Jesus Christ and the apostles. While these writings may intrigue or inform 
us about the diversity of early Christian thought, they ultimately remind us of the importance of adhering to the 
canonical Gospels, which faithfully convey the good news of Jesus Christ. As Christians, we are called to 
ground our faith in the truth of Scripture, recognizing that the Bible, as it has been handed down to us, is the 
inspired and authoritative Word of God (2 Peter 1:20-21). 
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